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Philanthropy...for the Good of it.  

BY BOB GREENFIELD

P
  hilanthropy is defined as “The effort or

inclination to increase the well-being

of humankind, as by charitable aid or

donations”.  Many of us have thoughtful

views about supporting and engaging in

philanthropic efforts in our private lives. 

But how do and should our business

organizations relate to philanthropy?  Is

philanthropy the province of the typical

organization or should “increasing the

well-being of humankind” be the individual

employee’s pursuit and responsibility?   

The concept of corporate giving, or

organization-sponsored philanthropy, is

well established, but it is certainly not a

requirement for companies.  Companies

that choose to invest in philanthropic

efforts are common, but not necessarily

ubiquitous.  So if you own or are part of

the leadership of a company, do you have

an actual responsibility or obligation on

behalf of the company to be philanthropic? 

It’s up to you!  It depends on what you

want your organization to be and stand for. 

That said, I think there is a compelling

business case to be made for the value of

philanthropic giving to an organization. 

Philanthropy is obviously valuable to

society, but I believe it provides extremely

valuable benefits directly to the giving

organization as well.  I want to highlight

two distinct benefits to a company, in the

areas of public relations value and

employee motivation and retention value.  

Public Relations Value

Many organizations invest considerable

sums in public relations, apart from their

product advertising or marketing, using

their “PR” efforts to try to shape public

perceptions about the company, and to

cultivate a particular and desired public

image.  This is well and good, but

regardless of what a company’s PR Firm

says, who and what a company Is will

almost always shine through.  Perception

and reality.  PR firms are retained because

they are skillful at shaping perceptions. 

But with 24-hour news cycles and

consumers’ easy access to information, the

public has a larger and clearer window into

“reality” than ever before.  The reality of

what your company is will be based on

what it does more so than on what your PR

firm says.  

So, what do you want your company to Do? 

Make lots of money?  Great.  But what

else?  Keep in mind that your company is

expected to be profitable.  A “lots ‘o

profit!” mission only impresses if your

company does it so well that many external

stakeholders become very wealthy in the

process.  And even then, there’s something

noticeably missing.  Something more

meaningful. Something that other people,
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both employees and the external

stakeholders can connect to.  Something

that contributes.  That something missing

can be a company-sponsored effort to

increase the well-being of humankind.  Is

there any better PR than being observed

doing good things for society?  Doing good

things for society will always be held in

higher regard than artfully spinning or

exaggerating ordinary deeds beyond their

merit.

Employee Motivation and Retention Value

Let’s turn to employee motivation and

retention, critical issues for the

performance and sustainability of any

organization.  I’ve already mentioned that

a profit-centered or profit-only mission

rarely captures the imagination of a

company’s workforce.  It’s easy to

understand, but when the profits are

disproportionately allocated to the

company’s owners and senior managers,

that mission is neither inspiring nor

motivating to a workforce.  Yet the right

philanthropic agenda woven into the

company’s mission can be inspirational to a

workforce.  Regardless of what we may

choose to narrowly focus on in our career

and how narrowly our business may choose

to define “success”, the human spirit

knows it is connected to everyone and

everything.  I think this may be why we

like contributing to those in need and why

we like being a part of something bigger

than ourselves.  

When a company provides a meaningful

opportunity to serve a cause more noble

than the bottom line, it can bring out the

best in employees precisely because it so

effectively engages our spirit.

Philanthropic efforts do not have to take

the form of donating a portion of your

revenues or profits, although some version

of this “structured” giving is becoming

increasingly common.  Alternatives include

sponsoring charitable or community

projects, allowing employees to volunteer

on company time, donating your product or

service, allowing community organizations

to use your facilities or other

infrastructure resources, adopting a single

cause and inviting employees to sign on,

providing a company match to individual

employees’ gifts, etc.  

 

There’s obviously nothing wrong with

products or services that generate profits;

they are just not terribly motivating to

anyone not receiving gobs of stock options. 

Why not bolster the motivational

horsepower of your organization (and your

employee retention efforts) by adding a

philanthropic agenda to the company’s

mission?  

A few final thoughts.  I’ve offered two

practical reasons why philanthropy makes

sense for companies.  But there is a better

and more noble reason still.  Philanthropy

makes the world a better place.  That

world in which the needy exist is your

world too.  Helping to increase the well-

being of one helps humankind, which by

definition includes you too.  In a sense,

your company doesn’t have to be remotely

altruistic to be philanthropic.  When

businesses compete and try to outdo each

other’s market share and bottom lines,

incredible innovation can result.  Imagine

what would happen if businesses unleashed

that same competitive spirit on trying to

outdo our competitors in terms of

beneficial impact on a needy community or

on a vexing societal problem?  
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Bob Greenfield helps his clients clarify and

create the impact they want at work and in

their lives.  Bob is owner and principal

consultant of Greenfield Management

Strategies (GMS).  GMS works with individual

and group clients in the private, non profit,

and public sectors.  Visit Bob online at

www.greenfieldmanagementstrategies.com ,

gms.inc@att.net, or contact him at 818 506-

7100.  
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source or a link where the article may be
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